What do you consider to be the most important long-term impacts of the Opium Wars in shaping modern China? 


In this study I will confine myself to the impact of the Opium Wars on shaping China in the Mao era. This study will entail a brief outline of the events surrounding the Opium Wars as well as the negative impacts of the Wars– such as unfair treaties and economic and political decline- and their instrumentality in forming the foundation on which socialism came to rise in China. I will be using the terms ‘modern China’ and ‘post-revolution China’ interchangeably to refer to the China that emerged in 1949, prior to the civil war. 

For China, the mid 19th century marked the beginning of an era known in history as ‘The Century of Humiliation.’  (Exeter, 2022)
Under the Qing dynasty, the Chinese empire suffered a tremendous decline both locally and on the world stage. This was due significantly to the Opium wars. 
These were two violent battles which took place in China between the Qing dynasty and the forces of Western nations. (Pletcher, 2022)
The Opium wars erupted because of the illegal opium trade in China. British merchants found the trade of Chinese products like porcelain, teas, and silk to be very profitable. However, China only exchanged their goods for silver; thus, Britain was losing large amounts of silver. To make up for this, the East India Company and other British traders started smuggling Indian opium into China illegally, demanding payment in silver. (National Army Museum, 2022) 
This caused an imbalance in the Sino-Western trade structure since the opium (though illegal) became very popular. Many Chinese nationals developed opium additions and vast amounts of silver (bullion) began to leave the Chinese ports. 
Evidently, this was a big national issue for China since mercantilism put a high value on bullion reserves internationally and each country was fixated on growing and expanding their bullion reserves. (Asia for Educators, 2022)
 Naturally, the Manchu government (Qing dynasty) cracked down on the opium trade passing various sanctions. As a result, the British went to war with China over the trade of opium from 1839- 1842. In 1856 the second opium war broke out; this time between China and Britain and France and lasted until 1860. This resulted in further destruction, more casualties, and a major defeat for China. The Opium Wars have been very instrumental in shaping post-revolution China. By the 20th century, China had fought numerous wars including a two-stage civil war that lasted ten years from 1927-1949.  
The challenge faced by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), under the leadership of Mao Zedong, was to undo the damage caused largely in part by Western infiltration and restore China to a place of political, economic, and social stability.

Traditional Chinese believed that the decline of the central power was evidenced by domestic rebellion and foreign invasion; this was indicative of serious and unsettling internal weakness. This theory was best manifested under the Qing dynasty in the mid-19th century.  (Hsü, 1995)  
China's defeat in the opium wars exposed the military weakness of the dynasty, which in turn, tainted the people's view of the Chinese government. 
Having experienced political corruption and inefficiency under the nationalist regime of Chiang Kai-Shek (1928-1949), China needed reconstruction. Thus, the shift to communism marked a major turning point for China. The Chinese People's Republic was founded on October 1st, 1949. Upon seizure of power, Mao Zedong, Chairman of the CCP, sought to establish major reforms under the communist regime; this included the establishment of a new political system. When the Opium Wars concluded, China was left with several unequal treaties. Most notably, the treaty of Nanking (Nanjing) forced China to impose a "fair and reasonable" tariff and pay an indemnity to the British. In addition, it entitled British traders to trade at five "treaty ports" and with whomever they pleased, as opposed to only being able to do so at Guangzhou (Canton) in the past. (Britannica, 2022) 
Perhaps the most significant loss for China, under this treaty was the city of Hong Kong, which China was forced to surrender to the British. 
The Chinese had previously subscribed to the belief that the Chinese emperor had a divine mandate to rule given to him by the god or a divine force known as Heaven or Sky. (Cartwright, 2017)
With the loss of land came a loss of trust in the Qing dynasty and the dynasty's twilight years were marked by invasion from outside and unrest from within. The shift from a semi-colonial, poor country to state socialism was the main force propelling Maoist China. When the CCP seized power in 1949, Mao sought to repair the image of China’s government by establishing a system of rule based on a creative adaptation of Marxist-Leninism, as explained in his book ‘New Democracy.’ 
Mao’s book is described as “a major theoretical work of 1940” as it provided the foundational ideas upon which the new Chinese government was drafted and practiced. (Hsü, 1995, p.646)  

Chinese poet Feng Ching- Yuan, in his poem entitled “DRILL! RR-RR-RR-RR FORWARD”, wrote
	“According to Chairman Mao’s directives, 
We march into schools, and hospitals, far and wide… We study Marx and Lenin, criticize “the rites”, oppose retreat. Our strength cannot be checked, with savage fury we beat the drums of war against revisionism!” (Hsu, 1980.p.922)

Mao rooted out representatives of the old scheme. In pursuit of replenishing China back to orthodoxy, opposing parties were branded “revisionists”, “counterrevolutionaries”, “landlords”, among other things. He carried out various campaigns in which he purged china by singling out the afore-mentioned groups of people and subjecting them to humiliation, imprisonment, torture, and death. (Hutchings, 2001)
An example of this was the Hundred Flowers Movement in 1956. The government which Mao led was characterized by the silencing of opposition and the abolition of institutions that did not suit it. The government was able to claim to be ‘democratic’ due to the coexistence of the four classes (peasants, the working class, petty bourgeois, and national bourgeois) while asserting its position as a “dictatorship” because of its uncompromising and strong stance against counterrevolutionaries in China.
The fact that the Chinese People’s Republic was a “Democratic Dictatorship” led by the CCP was made clear by the Organic Law. This stipulated the rules and regulations by which the Chinese people had to live as well as the structure of the government system. Under it the Central People's Government council was the ultimate organ of state, with executive, legislative, and judicial powers. Other government organs included the state administrative council, which was divided into four committees: Culture and Education, Political and Legal issues, Finance and Economics, and People's Supervision. (Hsü, 1995)   
As a means of consolidating the hold of the Central Government on the provinces, Mao established six Great Administrative Areas under the central government: the northeast, north, east, center-south, north-west, and south-west of China. However, they were subsequently abolished in 1953, since they began developing divergent tendencies. After their abolition, China returned to the three old administrative layers of national, province, and county (or district.)
By 1953, the period of New Democracy was ended, and a program of socialist transformation had been launched. A new election law was spread that allowed all Chinese citizens above eighteen the right to vote, except for landlords and counterrevolutionaries. Elections were held in early 1954 and by September of that year, a new constitution was adopted by the National People’s Congress under which there was only one Vice Chairman as opposed to the six that existed before. As a result, Mao’s position as Chairman of the Republic became stronger than before. Party and government were intertwined in Post-revolution China and members of the CCP played important roles in government and semi-official organizations like as trade unions, agricultural groups, and mass organizations. (Hsü, 1995)  
Mao spearheaded major party reorganization in 1956 which marked the construction of a new Socialist regime in China. This allowed for the existence of non- Communist parties in its capacity as a ‘People’s Democratic Dictatorship’. 
 As a result, there was the Kuomintang (KMT), the Democratic League and the Third Party which operated as opposition parties in post-revolutionary China. However, their functions were limited to agreement and cooperation with the CCP since there was no acknowledgement of oppositional freedom in politics under the Communist dictatorship. 

In addition to political organization and discourse, the Opium Wars also had an impact on the economic development and foreign relations of post-revolution China. Prior to the Opium wars, China was easily the most developed civilization on the planet. (UKessays, 2022)
China’s economy was six times larger than Britain’s, the largest economy in Europe, and almost 20 times the GDP of the United States with China’s GDP being 84% of the global average in 1820. However, within two decades they lost 2 Opium wars, and this undermined their economic position both locally and on the global stage. By 1870, China’s per capita GDP had fallen by one third, to just 60% of the world average. (Globalist, 2014)
Despite his disdain for capitalism, Chairman Mao recognized its significance in reforming China. (Ye Sheng and Shaw, 2007) 
In his book, Mao emphasized that foreign capitalism undermined the foundation of China’s self-sufficient natural economy and wrecked the handicraft industries both in cities and rural areas. (Mao, 2003)
Mao faced the challenge of revamping a disrupted economy in China. One of the ways in which the CCP tackled the issue was through land reform and agricultural collectivization. In June 1950, the government launched the Agrarian Reform Law which stipulated that the landownership system of feudal exploitation was abolished, and that landowners’ holdings and farm products were to be confiscated and redistributed to the peasants. (Hsü, 1995) 
The second phase of the Agrarian Reform saw the collectivization of lands which took place in three stages, the last one being the establishment of fully socialized cooperative farming. 
This was done as a way of  
“…raising production, preventing the reemergence of the rich peasants, achieving greater agricultural specialization, and proceeding faster toward the goal of socialist transformation.”  (Hsü, 1995)
Additionally, a People’s Currency was created by the government in My 1949 and the use of foreign money was banned. The government did this and employed various other systems as a means of achieving financial stability in China. 

“Strenuous efforts were made to achieve price and wage stabilization through a drastic reduction of paper money in circulation and the introduction of a “wage-point” system for payment of workers based on the prices of … oil, rice, coal, flour, and cotton cloth. … Also put into practice was a new taxation system involving agricultural, industrial, commercial, sales and income taxes. With these measures, by 1950 inflation was controlled and the government budget balanced.” (Hsü, 1995, p.652)

Imperialism proved to be just as beneficial as it was baneful to the modernization and industry of China. It facilitated the introduction of modern technology and the entrepreneurial drive which funded many modern Chinese industries. 
“It was not unusual for the compradores [Chinese merchant class member who assisted Western traders in China], after having learned foreign business methods and having accumulated considerable capital, themselves to invest in industry or serve in government sponsored enterprises. … foreign-leased areas and treaty ports provided a certain degree of peace and order necessary for industrial growth; and… foreign establishments had already borne most of the cost of “social overhead”, such as public utilities, roads, and communication facilities, which eased the development of Chinese industry.” 
(Hsü, 1995) 

Mao recognized that industrialization played a critical role in building a socialist state. Therefore, he forged a First Five Year plan which was put into practice in 1955which entailed the construction of 694 industrial projects. 
“By the end of the planned period, the industrial output was supposed to double, the introduction of cooperative farms was to be affected, and the incorporation of private industry and commerce into state organizations was to be completed, so that a “socialist transformation” might become a reality.” (Hsü, 1995) 

By 1958 the PRC went into an industrialization frenzy which saw the over-fulfilment of the target for industrial output in China and government launched a more ambitious ‘Second Five Year Plan’ on account of the success of the first one. 
As the years progressed, China’s industrialization was characterized by rapid growth, unseen anywhere else in the world. (Hutchings, 2001)
Furthermore, 1858 marked the beginning of a movement called the “Great Leap Forward".
Wherein Mao sought to catch up to or surpass the British industrial capacity in fifteen years, a mindset which can be traced back to the trauma faced by China due to Western infiltration.  

The legacy of the Century of Humiliation had a significant impact in the PRC's international relations throughout Mao's rule. Beijing's interactions with the post-colonial world provide key evidence of this. In Africa and Asia, Beijing provided ideological and military assistance to Viet Minh during their war with France until 1954 and the Angolan UNITA fighting the Portuguese Estado Novo regime during the Portuguese Colonial War until 1974. (Imperial & Global Forum, 2019)
China knew firsthand, what it was like to suffer at the hand of imperialists. Therefore, their history provided the basis on which they viewed colonialism and the impetus to assist foreign nations in their anti-colonial discourse. 

In summary, from 1949 onwards the pursuits of the Chinese government were centered around undoing the damage caused to every sector of the country during the Century of Humiliation. At face value, post-revolution China was in recovery from years of political, economic, and social unrest. The Chinese people were forced to bear witness of the destruction of their proud civilization by foreign forces; causing them to lose faith in their once supremely revered government.   When the CCP became the governing body of China they were tasked with building a “New Socialist China.” As a result, Mao’s political organization was heavily characterized by abolition of the old regime. China’s historical experiences have been a driving force behind its rapid economic ascent since the 20th century and have been instrumental in laying the foundation for industrial growth and modernization in post-revolution China. It is a history which provided China with a deeper sense of nationalism and identity.  It is evident that a great injustice was done and part of the identity of modern China was overcoming that. 
The CCP’s combined efforts tell the story of a government attempting to return a once-globally admired and envied nation to its former splendor. Mao Zedong began the movement toward socialism; however, it did not end with him. After Mao’s death in 1976, the work of the CCP continued under the leadership of Hua Guofeng, then Chairman Deng Xiaoping and others. The successive leaders each play a role in finally putting the century of humiliation to rest. 21st century China continues to walk the path of socialism under the rule of Xi Jinping and is well on the way to becoming a world power in the future. In the words of Chinese poet Feng Ching- Yuan: 
	“The path encircles peaks, Singing, “The working class must lead in all things”, “We will be masters of the world.” Forward, forward! Riding the east wind of the Cultural Revolution, Welcoming the morning radiance of socialism.” (HSU, 1980)
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